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warred against each other and preyed upon society
at large. An impotent king, deposed with igno-
miny by one faction, had been as ignominiously set
up again by another, and royal pretenders to the
succession were the puppets of rival parties whose
object was to monopolise for themselves all the
fruits of royalty, whilst the monarch fed upon the
husks* So when the new-comers called peremp-
torily for admittance within the gates of Osma,
the guards upon the city walls, taking them for
enemies or freebooters, greeted them with a shower
of missiles from the catapults. One murderous
stone whizzed within a few inches of the head of
a tall, fair-haired lad of good mien and handsome
visage, who, dressed as a servant, accompanied
the cavalcade. If the projectile had effectively hit
instead of missed the stripling, the whole history
of the world from that hour to this would have
been changed, for this youth was Prince Ferdinand,
the heir of Aragon, who was being conveyed
secretly by a faction of Castilian nobles to marry
the Princess Isabel, who had been set forward
as a pretender to her brother's throne, to the ex-
clusion of the King's doubtful daughter, the hap-
less Beltraneja. A hurried cry of explanation went
up from the travellers : a shouted password ; the
flashing of torches upon the walls, the joyful re-
cognition of those within, and the gates swung
open, the drawbridge dropped, and thenceforward
Prince Ferdinand was safe, surrounded by the
men-at-arms of Isabel's faction. Within a week
the eighteen - years - old bridegroom greeted his
bride, and before the end of the month Ferdinand
and Isabel were married at Valladolid.